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ABSTRACT
"From Margaret Walker to Terry McMillan: The Decline of Moral Values in
Female Characters in Twentieth Century African-American Fiction" deals with how over
the course of a century female characters have gone from strong moral beings to
promiscuous immoral beings. It uses four novels written by prominent African-American
women to present the decline of moral values. Margaret Walker, in her novel Jubilee, set
in the civil war era, presents a strong moral being in Vyry Ware Brown. Toni Morrison's
Nel Wright, in Sula, is slightly less moral than Walker's Vyry. The decline in moral
values begins with April Sinclair's Coffee Will Make You Black and reaches its epitome
in Terry Mclvlillan's Waiting to Exhale.
From Margaret Walker to Terry McMillan: The Decline of Moral Values in
Female Characters in Twentieth Century African-American Fiction attempts to show that
through these novels a definite and obvious decline in moral values has taken place.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Morals are the "rules or habits of conduct, especially of sexual conduct, with
reference to standards of right and wrong" (Irons 1). Morality, as defined by Webster's
Dictionary, is virtuous conduct; rectitude, chastity. According to Moses, morality governs
conduct, tells us to follow the rules, and calls our attention to the fundamental
commitments with which we order our lives. Morality tells us not to steal; one tempted
to steal is morally bound not to steal, and one who habitually succumbs to that temptation
is an immoral person (1). Once considered virtues, today morals are regarded as a
collection of rules of social behavior.
. "According to Reverend A.H. Shannon, a white, Southern Methodist minister
writing in the early decades of the century, the immorality of the black woman was a
chief cause in the degraded home life among black .... The black woman's failure to
develop qualities of 'personal chastity' was the primary cause of the 'the gravest
deterioration in the moral standards of the community where such class exists'" ("Rock"
534-535). Beginning in slavery times as strong, God -fearing, loving mothers of the earth,
many African-American women have developed into worldly, immoral, corporate
prostitutes. This trend in African-American society is reflected in the writings of many
African-American authors. I will attempt to show through four novels over the course of
a century that there has been a serious and obvious decline in the moral values of
African-American women. Jubilee by Margaret Walker and Sula by Toni Morrison
present the virtuous and moral African-American woman. Ain't Gonna Be the Same Fool
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Twice by April Sinclair and Waiting to Exhale by Terry McMillan present the period
when African-American women became loss their sense of virtue and became immoral
beings.

•

"MORALITY IS NOT PROPERLY THE DOCTRINE
OF HOW WE MAKE OURSELVES HAPPY,
BUT
HOW WE MAY MAKE OURSELVES WORTHY OF HAPPINESS."
- Adam Smith
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CHAPTER II
JUBILEE
Jubilee, by Margaret Walker tells the story of a strong uneducated slave
girl named Vyry , the daughter of a female African slave and her white master, Marse
John. She shows a terrifying resemblance to her master's all white daughter, Miss Lillian,
and is looked down upon by her mistress, Big Missy. When a freeborn black man,
Randall Ware, attempts to buy Vyry her freedom , he is refused . Marse John promises
Vyry that upon his death he would set her free and that Ware is welcome to come to the
plantation and live with Vyry as his field hand.

Ware "marries" Vyry in an African

ceremony called "jumping the broom". Vyry and Ware live peacefully together on the
plantation until Ware tries to have a friend, a white abolitionist, purchase Vyry 's
freedom.

The scheme fails and Ware decides to flee to the North where freedom is

abundant. He desperately wants for Vyry to accompany him, but she refuses to leave her
children. She attempts to make the journey along with the children, but is unable to make
it and is captured. As a result of her attempted escape , Vyry is badly beaten and forced to
continue her stay with the family that despises her. Marse John is involved in an accident
that leaves him a lunatic and Vyry at his beck and call. She tries desperately to heal
Marse John, from cleaning and feeding him to giving him the slave medicines, although
to no avail. Marse John dies in lunacy and disillusionment with Vyry praying for her
freedom. Vyry is, unfortunately, not granted her freedom , and stays with the family
through the Civil War. She stays with the family through the uprising and retreat of the
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slaves and when President Abraham Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation, she
is the only slave that stays on with the family to try to rebuild after the war. Although
Vyry is given freedom by the Emancipation Proclamation because of her devotion to the
family and her children she stays with the family, waiting for her husband, Randall Ware .
However, when Ware does not come after the war ends she marries Innis Brown, a free
man. Vyry is placed in a difficult predicament when her son, Jim, kills their sow and
Innis tries to chastise him. She knows that Jim is wrong, but she refuses to let Innis beat
him. As a result of her predicament between Jim and Innis , she goes down to the well
and says a prayer. As a result of Vyry's love and commitment to God, an answer is sent
to her. Randall Ware comes back from the supposed dead and wants to take Jim to
school. Although Vyry hesitates, she lets Jim go with Ware, knowing that it is best for
him. She loves her son and knows that he is better off in school and with his father.
Vyry exhibits strong moral character by her faith in God, her desire to do what is
best for her children her lack of interest in vengeance, and her hesitation to marry Innis
Brown. Vyry is a God-fearing woman who believes that one day the Lord will bring
salvation and freedom to all slaves . She regularly attends church, never questions God
and his doing, and constantly prays to the Lord to rectify her horrid conditions. She never
takes the name of the Lord in vain, even when faced with life-threatening obstacles.
Also, she has to choose between her children and being free, Vyry realizes that it would
be immoral to leave her children in a situation that would undoubtedly cause them great
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pain and possible torture. God placed the children in Vyry's care to love and
nurture and to abandon them for her own personal gain would be committing an immoral
act against God and his will. In her time of need and weakness, Vyry finds strength
within herself to call on the one being she knows can help her, the Lord. She admits to
her sin and the sin of her family and asks for His help. She thanks him for everything
that he has done for her thus far, delivering her from slavery, blessing her with not one,
but two men that love her, and three children. Vyry does the thing that God asks of
people, to love him and recognize that with him all obstacles can be overcome and
without him it is a losing battle.
Vyry shows her moral strength not only through what she does but also through
what she does not do . As a cook for the family, she has more than enough opportunity to
harm the family by placing dangerous roots, herbs, or even broken glass particles in the
food . However, she decides to let the situation stay in the hands of the Lord and remain
"loyal" to her master and his family. Far from doing such immoral acts, she tries to nurse
and heal Marse John . Under all legal rights of parentage, Marse John is the biological
father of Vyry; however, he never acknowledges her. Vyry shows no disrespect towards
Marsh John or any ill will towards his life. She could have been spiteful and harmful,
remembering that Marse John promised to free her at his death , and taken the opportunity
to eliminate him to be free. Vyry chooses not to marry Innis Brown at his first proposal.
She is very hesitant about going with him because under all obligations to the law of
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slaves, she is legally married to Randall Ware. To court or marry another man would
make her an adulterer or bigamist.
Vyry best illustrates her strength and morality through her own words in a
conversation with Ware and Innis .
I knows deep down in my heart that they is a God and He ain 't gwine
never forget his childrens no more'n I'm gwine forget mine whilst I'm
living in this world ..... I knows I'm a child of God and I can pray. And I
knows too, that the Good Lawd's will is gwine be done . I has learned that
much. I'm gwine leave all the evil shameless peoples in the world in the
hands of the Good Lawd . ....We'd done come through slavery and we is
free at last. I knows we's got to wander awhile in the wilderness just like
the children of Israel done under Moses, but when the battle 's over we
shall wear the crown. I ain't gwine get tired of well-doing cause I'm
gwine shout 'Glory' one of these mornings when the wicked world is on
fire. God don't promise to make our way easy . Jesus, I reckon, wore his
crown of thorns .. ..Big Missy was mighty mean to me to me from the first
day I went in the Big House as a slave to work . She empties Miss Lillian's
pee-pot in my face. She hung me up by my thumbs. She slapped me and
she kicked me; she cussed me and she worked me like I was a dog. They
stripped me naked and put me on the auction black for sale . And
worsetest of all they kept me ignorant so's I can 't read and write my name ,
but I closed her eyes in death, and God is my witness, I bears her no ill
will. ... God knows I ain't got no hate in my heart for nobody. If I is and
doesn't know it, I prays to God take it out. I ain't got no time to be hating.
I believes in God and I believes in trying to love and help everybody, and I
knows that humble is the way (Walker, Jubilee 404-406).
Vyry is the epitome of the moral being. "She was shaped by the forces that
dominates her life .. .. She was raised according to Christian ethics, morality, and faith,
and she could not react any other way. Her philosophy of life was a practical one, and
she succeeded in getting the things she wanted and prayed for. She realized that hatred
wasn 't necessary and would have corroded her own spiritual well-being" (Walker, How I
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Wrote Jubilee 62-63). She follows all of God's rules and regulations and never once
doubts his ability to perform in her life. She places her life in His hands and follows His
path to righteousness.

CHAPTER III
SULA
The second novel that presents a woman of strong moral character is Toni
Morrison's Sula. This novel takes place over a period of forty-six years, beginning in
1919, and deals with the friendship of the main characters, Sula Peace and Nel Wright.
Nel Wright represents the strong moral character in the novel.

The daughter of an

orderly , God-fearing mother, Nel grows from a self-conscious young girl to a pillar of her
community. She meets Sula Peace in grade school and they develop a friendship so
strong that they become "two throats and one eye" (29). When Nel is younger, she
watches Sula accidentally let a little boy slip into a river and drown . Confused about the
situation, the girls tell no one, and during the funeral, Nel's conscience begins to bother
her. Her " legs had turned to granite and she expected the sheriff or Reverend Deal's
pointing finger any moment.

Although she knew she had 'done nothing,' she felt

convicted and hanged right there in the pew" (64-65). Nel remains by Sula's side when
Chicken Little dies and when Sula's mother, Hannah, is burned in a yard fire . Nel
marries Jude Greene, a man of the church who sings in a quartet at Nel 's church. Sula
leaves town soon after Nel is married, only to return ten years later, rebellious and
promiscuous. Nel divorces Jude, after she finds him in bed with Sula. Nel and Sula's
friendship takes a tum for the worse and when Sula dies, Nel realizes that it is not Jude
that she misses, but Sula.

10

Nel Wright is the second example of a strong moral being. She is a God-fearing
woman that attends church regularly, and believes that God is the being that enables her
to live. She exhibits strong moral character in her reaction to Chicken Little's death, her
marriage to Jude, and her reaction to Sula's death.

When Sula accidentally lets Chicken

Little drown in the river, Nel faces a difficult decision. She must decide whether to tell
the proper authorities about the incident, or stay loyal to her friend and keep the incident
between them. Nel decides to remain loyal to her friend and keep the incident between
them. However, when the funeral is held, Nel's moral conscience steps in and her body
becomes hardened at the thought of what happened. She fears that her friend has
committed a horrible act and will suffer great pains because of it. This shows that even
though she is a young child, her moral conscience has begun to act in a proper manner.
Later on in the novel, Nel realizes that it was not only Suia that committed the act, but
herself as well. She realizes that by not telling anyone what happened, she is an
accomplice to the 'murder' of the young boy. This shows Nel's developed moral
conscience. She grows and develops as an adult, and now knows what distinguishes right
from wrong.
Nel demonstrates strong moral character also in her marriage to Jude and her
reaction when Jude commits adultery. While Sula goes off to live and explore the world,
Nel chooses "to marry, raise a family, and become a pillar of the black community"
(175). According to the Bible, women are to marry, bear children, raise them in the path
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of the Lord , submit to a husband, and assist fellow man in all ways possible. This is
precisely what Nel Wright does and by doing so follows the laws of the holy book.

Jude

commits adultery with Sula and leaves Nel alone and wondering what happened to her
marriage and to her friend. However, when the entire town hates and condemns Sula,
Nel in her anger and disappointment over the affair, comes to Sula's aid.

When Sula

falls ill, Nel comes and visits her and takes care of her. Even though Suia has wronged
Nel, Nel still goes about her business as a moral and good woman and attempts to take
care of Sula. Nel is a "good woman come to see about a sick person who, incidentally,
had such visits from nobody else" (138). She even tries to make Sula feel better by telling
her that she does not look very ill and practically offers to come into the house and take
care of her.
Nel continues to remain morally upright to the end. When Sula dies , Nel calls the
hospital and mortician and assists with the burial preparations. Nel also goes to Sula's
funeral, the only black person in attendance, and forgives Sula for her betrayal.

"Wl-IAT IS MORALITY IN ANY GIVEN TIME OR PLACE?
IT IS WHAT THE MAJORITY THEN AND THERE
HAPPEN TO LIKE,
AND
IMMORALITY IS WHAT THEY DISLIKE."
- Alfred North Whitehead

CHAPTER IV
COFFEE WILL MAKE YOU BLACK
April Sinclair, in Coffee Will Make You Black, shows the beginning of the time
when African-American women become immoral, corporate prostitutes. Coffee Will
Make You Black is a coming of age novel about a young girl named Jean "Stevie"
Stevenson.

Stevie grows up in the sixties, a time when African-Americans are

discovering their independence and human beings are exploring their sexuality. As a pre
teen, Stevie is taught quickly about sex. At age 11 a young boy asks about her virginity
and she has to question her mother about its meaning. Her mother avoids the question,
telling Stevie she is not "ready for this kind of discussion" (6). She befriends some
young street girls and they also contribute to her quick study about sex. In a conversation
with them, Stevie learns about fondling a person of the opposite sex and having orgasms.
"Okay, Okay , I swear I felt somebody 's you know what!" Tanya laughed.
"Sornebody's thang?" Patrice asked.
"Some boy's dick?" Carla laughed . ...
"Must've been your ' magination, girl," Carla said . ...
"Okay, well, I know it wasn't my 'magination, cause my love came
down!" Tanya whispered (Sinclair 15-16).

Stevie becomes close friends with one of the young girls named Carla Perkins.
The adults in the town perceive Carla as a troublemaker and a tease . Stevie is introduced
to explicit literature when Carla brings her older sister's journal to school for Stevie to
read. Stevie experiences her first orgasm while reading the journal. When Stevie enters
high school, she befriends a white woman named Nurse Hom who teaches Stev ie about
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her body and tells her to abstain from sexual activities. During this time, Stevie has to
decide whether or not to have intercourse with Sean, her boyfriend of six months. Carla
urges Stevie to have sex with Sean, stating that a man has needs and will not wait forever.
She tells Stevie that getting high will make it less painful to have sex for the first time.
Stevie decides to go ahead and have sex with Sean, and it is a terrible experience for her.
As a result of her inability to have sexual intercourse, Sean leaves Stevie. Carla tells
Stevie that she is stupid for losing her boyfriend due to a lack of sex and accuses her of
being homosexual and in love with Nurse Hom.
You really went and fucked things up now, didn't you! ... You seem more
into Nurse Hom than you do Sean sometimes. You think I don't be
noticing how you eyes lighting up when you talk about her. Well, it ain't
natural, Stevie ... .You fucked up, but there is
no need to panic.... Drink you a glass of wine, smoke you a
joint. ... Whatever you need to do, put on your best panties, and call Sean.
Tell him to come on over here and sock it to you .... You don't care
nothing about having no man, so long as you can grin up in that white
woman's face. I got your number. ... Stevie you know
you love you some Nurse Hom, g'on and admit...I ain't trying to crack on
you. But if! didn't know better, I'd swear you was funny (Sinclair 221
223).
Stevie is shocked by Carla's accusation in regards to her sexuality, but in the end
questions whether Carla is right. Stevie and Carla's friendship dissolves and Stevie is left
alone, with no best friend, no boyfriend, and a million questions during the most
tumultuous time of her life.
Coffee Will Make You Black presents immorality through the absence of church
nd religion, teenage rebellion, profane language, and sexual promiscuity. Not one time
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during the entire novel did Stevie and her family attend church. They have forgotten to
"remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy" (Exodus 20:8). As a whole they are going
against the Bible. In LaVinia Jenning's review of Katie's Canon: Womanism and the Soul

of the Black Community, Cannon maintains that the Bible is the highest source of
authority for most black women, and the Black Church and Black Religion have been
their principal sustaining forces (348). The family speaks of church on only a few
occasions, the first being when Stevie's mother wants to know where she heard a word
like virgin. Stevie's mother is partially to blame for her daughter's confusion about

I
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sexuality with her failure to discuss sex with Stevie and tell her the truth. Instead, she
leaves an impressionable young girl to the stories and myths of her peers . By doing this,
Stevie's mother is going against the Bible, which tells parents to raise their children to
follow the path of God.
Stevie is a disobedient pre-teen, a rebellious teenager, and a promiscuous young
adult.

She goes against the direction of her mother and befriends a young girl that

ultimately becomes the cause of her immorality.

She violates one of the Ten

Commandments that mandates children to honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days
may be long upon the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee. She allows Carla to fill
her head with mindless garbage and convince her to have premarital sex.

Although

tevie does not complete the act of intercourse with Sean she does indeed have
emarital sex. She plans the act and drinks alcohol to prepares for it.
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Stevie and her friends also use profanity throughout the novel. By doing this act
they are taking the name of the Lord in vain, which is against one of the Ten
Commandments.
Finally , Stevie contemplates whether she loves men or women in a physical
manner. To love a being of the same gender is also in direct violation of the Bible. The
Bible clearly states that no man shall be with another man and by considering this act,
Stevie is committing a sin.
Stevie's entire coming of age story is a struggle with morality. She, in the
beginning, is an impressionable young mind that is dying to be taught the right and moral
way to live. However, due to her mother's lack of honesty and discussion to her simple
questions on virginity, Stevie is left to the uncertainty of teenage myths and questions and
becomes an immoral being.

•:
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CHAPTER V
WAITING TO EXHALE
Terry McMillan's Waiting to Exhale is the story of four strong African-American
women who explore friendship, sexuality, love, and their inner self. The novel travels
through "one tumultuous year of struggles with relationships. Savannah Jackson
rekindles a romance with an old flame who happens to be married. Bernadine Harris is
left by her wealthy husband with little cash and a lot of bitterness. Single mother Gloria
Matthews tries to take care of her son and her own needs . And sexy Robin Stokes dates a
succession of losers, all the while trying to convince herself of their goodness" (Waiting
1). Robin represents the corporate immoral figure in the novel.

She is "a successful

insurance professional recovering from a dead-end love affair" (Waiting I) . Through the
one year period , she sleeps with a man who is already spoken for, a man who works in
her office that she really does not like, a proud drug user, and all the while looks for
another man who will satisfy her wants and desires.
Robin first dates Russell, a man who is living with another woman who is
pregnant with his child . After some time, Russell moves in with Robin and begins taking
advantage of her in every way possible. She borrows money from her sickly parents in
order to payoff Russell's debts , uses her office to get him an insurance policy, cosigns
for him to get a new car, and has sexual intercourse with him at his every whim . Th e
lationship with Russell is headed down a dead-end street ; however, Robin hopes and
rays that one day this no good man will make her his wife. The second man she dates is

JOHN B. CA.DE LI BRARY
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Michael, a marketing representative at her insurance firm. Robin obviously does not like
Michael , even though he worships the ground she walks upon. However, she proceeds to
have sexual intercourse with him to satisfy her wants and desires, even though he does
not fulfill her need. The third man Robin dates is Troy, a proud drug user that still lives
with his mother at the age of thirty-nine. Troy introduces Robin to drugs and mistreats
her, yet she still stays with him and has sexual intercourse with reckless abandon.
Robin represents the immoral character by using profanity, living in sin, and
being sexual promiscuous. Her use of profanity violates the commandment, "thou shalt
not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain" (Exodus 20:7). She violates the
commandment, "thou shalt have no other gods before me" (Exodus 20:3) by being a
devout believer in astrology and numerology. By doing this, Robin places more faith in
luck and the way that the stars are aligned than she puts in the Lord.
Robin lives in sin by living with Russell and not being married. Even though she
desperately wants to marry Russell, deep inside , she knows that the odds of marriage are
slim . Robin dates a man who is involved with and eventually marries another woman.
This act violates the commandment "thou shalt not covet thy neighbor's house, thou shalt
not covet thy neighbor's wife, .... nor any thing that is thy neighbor's" (Exodus 20: 17). It
is neither biblically moral, nor socially sound.

Robin has sexual intercourse with

ifferent men, none of whom are her husband, with reckless abandon and violates the
ommandment, "thou shalt not commit adultery" (Exodus 20: 14). At the novel's end,
Robin finds herself pregnant by Russell. With this pregnancy , she is committing another
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sin by having a child out of wedlock. Having a child out of wedlock further diminishes
the family unit and causes a breakdown in the social structure of the 'American Dream'.
Robin Stokes is obviously the epitome of immorality. She breaks four of the Ten
Commandments with ease and shows no concern. She creates a new code of values to
meet her needs and does not seem to notice her immoral behavior.

She admits that

"before (she) met Russell and right after (she) broke up with him (she) was a little
generous in the loose-sex department" (52). Robin's immoral behavior can be attributed
to society 's dismissal of it. Her friends do not seem to care that she commits sin after sin
and even her mother does not tell her to stop having premarital sex, but to do so with
protection. Robin's friends also participate in the immoral act of committing adultery. It
appears that morality has no stock in the lives of these women and their behavior is
perfectly normal and accepted by society.

.,

CONCLUSION
Morality once considered as virtues, is now a collection of rules created by
society. Loving God and doing His will was once the only activity in which to
participate. Now "do your own thing" and "feels good do it" (The Decline 1) have taken
the place of moral behavior.
Jubilee, written for the slave era, presents Vyry Ware Brown as the epitome of the
moral being . She follows all of God's rules and regulations and never once doubts His
ability to perform in her life. She places her life in His hands and follows His path to
righteousness. Sula's Nel Wright is an early twentieth century representation of a strong
moral being. Although she has her flaws, she still commits herself to God and His will.
She is virtuous and loving of her family and friends and will do anything within her
power to help.
Written during the time of the Civil Rights controversy, Coffee Will Make You
Black, presents adolescent and pre-teen Jean "Stevie" Stevenson.

She represents the

beginning of the decline of moral values. She takes the Lord's name in vain, commits
fornication, and questions her sexuality. Her education, or lack education, creates an
immoral environment and leads to her lack of moral behavior. Waiting to Exhale's Robin
Stokes is the ultimate '90's woman. The epitome of immoral behavior, she breaks four of
the Ten Commandments and does not seem to notice her immoral behavior.
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Stevie and Robin's inunoral behavior can be attributed to society's dismissal of it.
Their friends do not seem to care that they conunit sin and even participate in the
inunoral acts. It appears that morality has no stock in the lives of these women and their
behavior is perfectly normal and accepted by society .
This decline in the moral standard of African-American women mirrors the
decline of moral values in society. Society has strayed away from the way of God and
has created its own set of rules and regulations for life.
ultimately be the downfall of man and human existence.

This straying away will
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